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Summary 



Over the next year, Congress and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) will 
consider whether to maintain the Clean Air Act’s strict requirements for areas that have 
not attained air quality standards. These “nonattainment” areas, many of which will be 
so designated for the first time as EPA implements more stringent standards for ozone 
and fine particles in 2004, must implement controls on pollution sources or face 
sanctions, including a cutoff of federal highway funds and requirements that new 
sources offset their emissions by reducing emissions at existing facilities. In its Clear 
Skies bill (H.R. 999 / S. 485) and in regulatory guidance, the Administration has 
proposed additional flexibility for nonattainment areas, beyond that provided in the 
existing Clean Air Act. Whether the Agency has exceeded its authority by extending 
deadlines for existing nonattainment areas, and whether the statutory requirements 
should be made more flexible are questions Congress may consider. This report will 
be updated as events warrant. 



Despite steady improvements in air quality in many of the United States’ most 
polluted cities, the goal of clean air continues to elude the nation. Of particular concern 
are the two most widespread criteria pollutants: ozone and particulate matter. On hot 
summer days, high levels of ozone (also referred to as “smog”) can blanket much of 
California and the eastern half of the country, causing acute respiratory problems for some 
people, worsening asthma, and increasing susceptibility to respiratory illnesses, including 
bronchitis and pneumonia. Particulate matter, found in many of the same areas, causes 
respiratory and cardiovascular problems, and thousands of premature deaths annually. 1 



1 There is a vast and growing literature on the health effects of particulates. For a brief summary 
indicating some dimensions of the estimated premature mortality, see Statement of Jonathan 
Levy, Harvard School of Public Health, at “Health Effects of PM-2.5 Emissions,” Hearing, 
Senate Environment and Public Works Committee, October 2, 2002. Professor Levy concluded 
that particulate emissions from power plants alone cause 30,000 premature deaths per year in the 
United States. More recent research indicates a correlation between particulate concentrations 
and infant mortality. See “Study Finds Drop in Infant Mortality Corresponds with Decrease in 
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